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Lettsom and his Family in Tortola by Professor A W Woodruff MD FRCP (Hospitalfor Tropical Diseases, StPancras Way, London NWI) There are several reasons why this Society should be interested in John Coakley Lettsom and his family. Principal among these is the extraordinary amount of influence he had on medicine and society so that today some results of that influence touch the lives of almost all of us. He may indirectly be said to be responsible for establishing the Royal Society of Medicine. He founded the Medical Society of London in 1773 and it was, of course, a group of its members which seceded in 1805 and formed the Society which has now become the Royal Society of Medicine. Another instance of a connexion between this Society and Lettsom is found in the picture which hung until recently outside the restaurant and which depicts Czar Alexander about to attempt to restore to life a boy rescued from drowning in the River Ailna. The Czar persisted in his efforts for over three hours; he was successful and was awarded the Gold Medal of the Royal Humane Society. Lettsom was very closely associated with Dr Thomas Cogan and Dr William Hawes in the founding of that Society and it must be recalled that at its inception it encountered very great opposition, for the direct insufflation it recommended was then revolutionary and ran counter to the accepted procedure of bleeding. Those who followed this new method were thought to be attempting to take on almost supernatural powers and the new technique gained acceptance only very slowly.
A second reason why we should be interested in Lettsom is that he constituted a vehicle for many of the forces of one of the most brilliant periods in our civilization. His contemporaries included the giants of the Romantic Movement; in the field of music, Beethoven, Schubert; in poetry, Keats, Shelley, Blake; in art, Turner, Constable, Stubbs, Reynolds and Bewick; in the military field, Nelson, Napoleon, Wellington and perhaps most significantly those who ushered in the Industrial Revolution including James Watt, Stephenson and innumerable engineers, manu-facturers and commercial developers. I believe that Lettsom should be thought of along with these his contemporaries as a highly intelligent, sensitive, energetic person who, within his own field, reacted as they did in theirs to the unceasing organization and restriction of individual liberty which the gathering industrial revolution threatened and brought about with its emphasis on organized man rather than on the individual. In the art world his contemporary George Stubbs (1724-1806) painted in 1770 a picture which, I believe, translates into visual form the thoughts and fears of many thinking persons of that time, his now famous work 'The horse frightened by a lion' where the lion represents the gathering menace to civilization. Lettsom reacted to these forces by emphasizing individual liberty, by freeing the slaves whom he owned in the West Indies, by working for the welfare of prisoners and researching on the fever (typhus) which was causing havoc in the gaols; through his association with the Royal Humane Society he emphasized the value of individual life and through his Medical Society of London he made available for the benefit of his fellow men new scientific knowledge which was being gained at the time.
His responsiveness to those in need is, ofcourse, legendary and in one year alone it is recorded that he gave away £10 000, an amount which even today with the greatly diminished value of money would be considered extraordinary particularly when it is remembered that this was out of earned income from his practice.
Thirdly, in the scientific field his contributions were notable. He must be hailed as one of the pioneers of scientific medicine. He was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society, and ceaselessly probed into the causation and management of disease. His first paper to the Medical Society of London and one of the two papers presented to the Society at their first meeting was on 'The cause of pain in rheumatism'.
He worked indefatigably into the causation of 'putrid' fevers and was the first to realize that gaol distemper or putrid fever, the infection we now identify as louse borne typhus, was conveyed by the clothing of infected persons. At that time those with this infection were treated by being shut up in the dark and by being bled. Lettsom advocated that they should be nursed out of doors if possible and if not that the windows and doors should be opened to the light of day. He further stated that 'bathing the body will avail little while that body is still to be covered with garments as poisonous as the shirt of Nessus and peculiarly capable not only of retaining but also of communicating the infection'. He went on to recommend that such garments should be fumigated or better still be burnt as an offering to the goddess 'Hygeia'; observations which at this time were revolutionary and the scientific basis of which were later fully substantiated when the lice in these garments were shown to be the vectors of the disease.
He pioneered the use of Peruvian bark, that is quinine, in fevers and one of his most important books was entitled 'Reflections on the general treatment and cure of fevers'. In this he undoubtedly drew on his West Indian experience. He was early to realize the value of vaccination and campaigned fearlessly for it at a time when this too met with great opposition. He was also notable for campaigning against quacks and exploitation of the people by unscientific and unprincipled persons.
His influence on his American friends was considerable. When Lettsom was in Tortola, it and America were British colonies and contacts between them were close. His influence played a part in the founding of the medical schools both at Yale and Harvard and in starting the study of geology at Harvard where he was described as 'the father of mineralogy' in America.
Fourthly, we are approaching the bicentenary of the Medical Society of London which he founded and there are still available in accessible places relics of his life and work, relics which are threatened with disintegration so that the present is a very suitable time to consider his history and origin and the value of preserving if possible some of the relics associated with him.
This then is something of the man and his work. I believe that one can understand and interpret the work of a person much more readily if one can see and study his environment and visualize some of the forces and influences which surrounded him. Thus having visited places where he resided in London I resolved to examine, if I could, his place of origin in Tortola in the British Virgin Islands. I wished to find and see, the place of his birth, early upbringing and of his practice shortly after qualifying; to visualize some of the scenes that he saw and examine the physical environment which influenced him. It was with this in mind that just over a year ago, having to visit Brazil for various professional purposes I planned to deviate from the direct route home and spend a day or two in Tortola searching for Lettsomian relics and associations. In Tortola there were three main localities I wished to study; first if possible the site of the house in which he was born, second to identify and visit the plantation from which the family drew its income and third to identify the old Quaker graveyard in Tortola.
The Lettsom Family's Connexion with Tortola In seeking to understand the contribution Lettsom made to life, the first question that one might ask is why he should have been born on Tortola. The answer to this is, of course, that he and his parents were Quakers and that the restrictions placed on Quakers in Britain at that time led them to exploit the opportunities there were for settling overseas, particularly in the New World and the Caribbean. In the latter area they developed cotton and sugar plantations. Elsewhere, of course, they developed cocoa and the Quaker families of Cadbury, Fry, Rowntree and Terry founded business houses which have become household names today.
Tortola was discovered in 1493 by Christopher Columbus who gave it its name, meaning 'the Turtle Dove Island'. Sir Francis Drake visited it and the channel which runs past it was named after him. It was captured by the British from the Dutch in 1672 and left uninhabited until about 1700 when a number of families came from the neighbouring Anguilla. Lettsom's ancestors appear to have been among these families and we know that in 1741, three years before Lettsom's birth, there were not many more than 100 men on Tortola with their families. Among these were Edward Lettsom and his wife Mary Coakley, the father and mother of John Coakley Lettsom. Edward's brother, John, had also come to the island but little was known of him except that his wife was called Margery and that they had three children, Benjamin, Mary and John.
The Lettsom Villa John Coakley Lettsom's father, Edward, had his house on the island of Little Jost van Dyke some 4 miles offshore from Tortola. He also owned two very small cays, Green Island and Sandy Island on which he grew cotton. He had a sugar plantation on the main island of Tortola more or less in line from his home and Sandy Island. His plantation gave its name to the bay on which it stood and which to this day is known as Cane Garden Bay. In 1795 Dr William Thornton, a native of Tortola and a relative of the Lettsoms made a drawing of Lettsom's house and this drawing was reproduced in The Gentlemen's Magazine (1815, 85, ii, 577) . He sent the drawing to Lettsom with a letter in which he wrote:
'The place where thy parents lie is under the two tamarind trees, which stand in the middle of the picture, a little to the left of thy old mansion house. The view is taken from Great Joes Van Dykes and represents the scene after a shower of rain. There may be a boat in the channel between the two islands. At a little distance from the shore, in line with the house (in the passage between the islands), there is the greatest variety of beautiful corals, sea-ferns, sea eggs, and various productions that I have ever beheld .. The sea looks purple with them sometimes, when very clear. On the print I have drawn a few plants of the great American aloe (Agave Americana). The whole hill abounds with them, in great perfection. I have seen some of these plants forty feet high, and could easily distinguish them seven miles. ' Thornton suggested and gave instructions as to how the house might be taken down and moved stone by stone to be re-erected in Lettsom's grounds at Grove Hill, Camberwell, but this was never carried out.
The site of the house can still be identified although the foundations and some of the steps leading to it are all that can be seen today. The corals and sea ferns, however, are still there and indeed make the sea look purple. There are still tamarind trees in situ to the left of the house when viewed from Jost van Dyke and doubtless it is in this region that the bones of Lettsom's parents lie. Sandy Island still has a very sandy beach and from the front and back of the house there are magnificent views of the sea. Lettsom's contact with the sea, first as a child and then as a young man, must have been very close. Having visited his home and seen the surrounding sea, still much as he would have seen it, I think that there can be little doubt that this proximity to it and contact with it influenced him later in founding the Sea-Bathing Hospital at Margate.
The Lettsom Estate at Cane Garden Bay The Lettsom Estate at Cane Garden Bay is at least 4 miles across the sea from their home. It is situated on a very beautiful part of the island, but because of the steepness of the ground must have been difficult to work like most of the estates on Tortola. Unfortunately most of the island has now gone back to scrub; very little sugar and no cotton is grown. Cane Garden Bay Estate is one of the few on which even a little sugar is grown and this is now used for the production of rum. Until a few years ago there had been the remains of an old mule-driven sugar mill but this has now been replaced by a not very modern mechanical mill procured second hand. When Lettsom returned to Tortola as a young physician, his father having died and left the estate to him and his mother having remarried, he freed the 50 slaves who had been employed on the estate. He said that thereby he had made himself into a pauper and when one sees the estate it is easy to appreciate the significance of his statement for it is quite clear that without a cheap labour force, an estate on such hilly land could not be worked. He was generous and seventy years ahead of his time in carrying out this action. In a letter to Sir Mordaunt Martin dated 4 April 1791 he states: 'In giving my slaves their freedom I acted from an impulse I could not overcome. Those negroes constituted a decent patrimony; I was injured by my executor, so that when I revisited my native island, I found myself some hundreds in debt. Nevertheless I emancipated my slaves, and left myself penniless. I had youth and health, and I never feared the world, whilst I remained without a female to suffer with me.'
The Quaker Graveyard at Fat Hog Bay In seeking the Quaker graveyard which had been at Fat Hog Bay I had in mind that such graveyards often constitute a bibliography of local persons of historical interest; from the ages at which they died and from the remarks about the suddenness or otherwise of their death one can often gain some insight into the kind of diseases prevalent in the region. This is certainly the case in the Park Street Cemetery, Calcutta, where the frequent references to fever as a cause of death amongst those recently arrived in Calcutta give a good indication of the prevalence and severity of malaria among the non-immune. There are records of many such sudden deaths among persons visiting Tortola around the time of Lettsom's birth. Two have literary associations. Whittier in 'Snowbound' described how sitting around the fire of a Massachusetts farmhouse they listened to readings from Chalkley's Journal:
Chalkley's Journal old and quaint -Gentlest of skippers, rare sea saint. Johnston Abraham (1933) records that Chalkley was both a sea captain and Quaker preacher and that when he learned of the conversion of numbers of the inhabitants of Tortola he 'had a concern to visit them'. He landed at Fat Hog Bay on 19 July 1741, preached all over the island, contracted fever and died. He was buried at the cemetery at Fat Hog Bay seven weeks from the day he had landed.
John Estaugh is referred to in Longfellow's 'Tales of a Wayside Inn' where regarding his proposal to Elizabeth Haddon, Longfellow writes: Then John Estaugh came back o'er the sea for the gift that was offered Better than houses and lands, the gift of a woman's affection.
And on the First-Day that followed, he rose in the Silent Assembly Holding in his strong hand a hand that trembled a little, Promising to be kind and true and faithful in all things. Such were the marriage rites of John and Elizabeth Estaugh Cadwallader died of a fever within a few weeks and at the funeral Estaugh is reported to have caught a severe chill. Two days later however he was able to go to Little Jost van Dyke Island, where:
'He went ashore to the house of Edward Lettsom, who seemed to rejoice at his coming, for he and his wife showed him more than ordinary kindness. Here he began to complain that he was not well, but when he came on board in order to return [to Tortola] he recovered very much, and was brave and hearty, and got upon deck to view the country around, which much rejoiced me to see.'
This quotation comes from a letter from Dorothy Thomas to Elizabeth Estaugh. The next day, however, he was unwell again and five days later he died and was buried at Fat Hog Bay. The intermittent fever from which he suffered closely resembles severe falciparum malaria, particularly in view of the fact that he was well enough to enjoy the journey from Little Jost van Dyke to Tortola and yet the next day was ill again.
I had made several enquiries before leaving London as to whether the cemetery was still in existence and had been answered in the negative. In Tortola the Archivist, the Minister for National Parks and the Minister for Tourism all informed me that no Quaker cemetery or graves were now in existence on the island. I hoped, however, that even if the cemetery could not be identified it might be possible to identify its general locality and with this in mind I took with me a copy of the old engraving of the site of the graves of Chalkley, Cadwallader and Estaugh reproduced by Abraham (1933) (Fig 1) . Armed with this I went to Fat Hog Bay and there my first thought was that it was remarkable that not having seen a hog anywhere else on the island I should find one tethered to a tree as soon as I got out of the vehicle there. The way in which traditions and practices persist is certainly fascinating. I moved around the district until the outline of the hills in the engraving approximated to that which I saw before me. I then took a picture (Fig 2) and thought that the site of the cemetery must lie somewhere in the foreground. Having proceeded thus far I thought it might be worth while to ask one or two of the local inhabitants whether they knew of any gravestones in the vicinity. The occupants of the first house I went to did not and I think they thought me a little odd in suddenly appearing and asking them questions about such matters. However, at the second house a Mr Stout told me that there were some gravestones in a thicket nearby. He directed me to the area but the thicket was difficult to examine being very dense and after spending some time I went back to the house and asked Mr Stout if he could show me the stones. With some difficulty and at cost of several tears in my clothing from thorns in the undergrowth we penetrated to the centre of the thicket and there I was rewarded by finding three gravestones; one to Anne Pasea, a member of a family who owned an estate on the island; one to a John Pickering, probably the son or a relative of the John Pickering who was born in 1707 and died in 1768 and who was Governor of the Island; third, to my delight, there was a stone commemorating a Ruth Lettsom (Fig 3) . I had some trouble in identifying who she was for there were no Ruths in the families of J C Lettsom's father, Edward Lettsom, or of his uncle John Lettsom; eventually, however, I came across a reference to a son of J C Lettsom, who went to Tortola at about this time and on following this up found that, sure enough, he is mentioned by Johnston Abraham (1933) and although there is no reference to Ruth Lettsom in the index, it is nevertheless there recorded that he had married a Ruth Lettsom. This then is the grave of Lettsom's daughter-in-law. The inscription on the stone has kindly been worked upon for me by Mr A R Hands of the Classics Department, Queen Mary College. It has caused considerable difficulty because the inscription is not complete and restoration is necessary. His letter reads: 'It has in fact been circulating in the Classics Department here where it has caused a good deal of interest and speculation as to how it should be restored. The latter word seems the appropriate one, for the first four lines do not need very extensive alterations or additions in order to scan as elegiac versealternate hexameters and pentameters. On the other hand the last two lines would have to be subjected to more severe surgical treatment or adjustment in order to conform to the metrewhich almost certainly they did. We wonder if anybody knows who composed the inscription, and whether the person who carved it knew Latin. We would assume that anybody who could write Latin which scans would produce tolerable Latin grammar and constructions.
'The first four lines might be read, keeping close to the reading which you give, as follows: Haec meritas inopes pasoens medicansque dolentes Consequitur laudes justaque ferre rogi Hanc merito celebrant praesens et postera saecia Absentemhaec oculis non spicienda suis (She by feeding the poor and healing the sick wins deserved praise and the due honours at her tomb. Deservedly the present and succeeding ages celebrate her now that she is no moreshe may not be looked upon by their own eyes.) 'With slightly larger alterations a rare word (spicienda) and a somewhat doubtful construction would be eliminated, so that the above can only be exempli gratia.
'The drift of the last two lines may have been that whilst men praise her with t heir lips she finds lasting peace and deathless glory n heaven (ending 'gloria morte caret' ?).'
It is very fine tribute to a woman; fortunately it is possible to say a little about her. She married Pickering Lettsom, the youngest son of J C Lettsom, during a visit which he made to Tortola in 1808. Little is known of his life but a portrait remains in the possession of J H A Elliot and is reproduced by Johnston Abraham (1933) . It seems that he was a barrister of the Inner Temple and went to Tortola on some legal business. He was 26 and Ruth was 42 but there appears to have been a whirlwind romance and he married her. Then sadly a month after he had done so he died of fever on the island. A letter from a Dr Dawson of Tortola to J C Lettsom dated 28 She was the grand-daughter of Bezaliel Hodge, a planter on the island, and she was a sister of Ralph, Lord Lavington. Her first marriage was to William Payne Georges. She had, as the letter infers, 4 children, one of whom was grown up; in her will, however, she left all her estate to Dr J C Lettsom. She is reputed to have been the wealthiest person on Tortola, had over 1000 slaves on her estates and the income from her property was estimated at £10 000 per annum. The will was disputed and not settled until 2 March 1813 and Lettsom died before he could decide what to do about the bequest. The estate eventually devolved upon his grandson William Nanson Lettsom and it appears that he later sold it, for a map of plantations on the island revised to 1820 shows no estate as owned by a Lettsom.
Conclusion
We have in Lettsom, as it were, a peephole into the eighteenth century and the development of the Romantic Movement and some of us may be able through him to gain a heightened appreciation of the significance of that Movement. The value of the peephole is increased because we know much about him through his innumerable letters, writings and works. The more we study him and his environment the more readily can we understand the way in which the forces surrounding him influenced him and his contemporaries. We can also see more clearly the significance and relevance of some of the great movements of that period and the reasons for their development. It is probable that his contact with forced labour under harsh conditions at Cane Garden Bay and elsewhere led for example to his abhorrence of restriction on liberty and helped to usher in a period of reform in this sphere. His experiences with the fevers of the West Indies almost certainly stimulated him to work on them and to make significant contributions to knowledge of them and of their management. His appreciation of the beauty and health-giving properties of the sea around him may have influenced him to bring its effects to bear on health through the Sea-Bathing Hospital. The mountains and rocks around him provoked his interest and are likely to have led him to be described as the father of mineralogy in America. His contact with plants led to his contributions to materia medica and assisted in his pioneer work in the therapy of fevers.
His love of beauty was amply testified by his home and garden at Camberwell Grove with its statuary, some of which still survives and which through the Medical Society of London efforts are being made to preserve.
If Lettsom's reactions to the forces around him help us to understand his development and the development of the mood and culture of his time they help us also to appreciate something of the significance for the present day of that culture with its accent on individual freedom and its reaching out for truth and beauty in an age in which increasingly the individual was being organized and constrained. There are many parallels between Lettsom's age and our own and many lessons to be learnt from it and from him.
